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URING the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, major changes have taken place in the social and demographic structure of the American population. One of the more significant is the sharp increase in the number of persons 65 years old and over, from just over 3 million at the tum of the century to 18.5 million in 1966. Equally striking is the increase in the proportion of older persons in the population, from only 4% of the total in 1900 to 9.4% in 1966. Although population projections suggest that the proportion of old persons will remain relatively constant for the next quarter century, about 10% of the total, their absolute numbers will increase still further to about 27 million in 1990.T he rapid growth in the numbers of older persons and the unique position which a very significant proportion of the aged occupy with respect to such factors as income, family status, and health demands continuous reexamination of their position within the total social and economic structure of the American population and of their impact on the general economy, particularly on the marketing aspects. This article focuses on two questions: 1) What constitutes the aged population's share of aggregate expenditures for various categories of goods and services? 21 How has this share of the market changed as the proportion of aged in the population and their income level have increased between 1950 and 1960?
Sources of Data
The availability of data in the mid-1950s from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Survey of Consumer Expenditures in 1950 provided the basis for an extensive examination both of the consumer behavior of urban families headed by older persons and of the ways in which their behavior differed from that of younger segments of the population.-Yet, such cross-sectional data, measured at a single point in time, do not provide the best means for measuring changes over time; it may be erroneous to infer that the differences between old and young units in 1950 also refiect differences in consumer behavior between the old in 1950 and the same units 25 to 40 years earlier. Moreover, in an era of rapid change, full understanding of the changing status of older persons must be based on data which permit measuring change over time, rather than on data showing the status of the aged group at a single point in time.
The Bureau of Labor Statistics Survey of Consumer Expenditures in 1960-61 makes possible an investigation overcoming both of these limitations' by providing a second set of comprehensive data against which the 1950 patterns can be compared. Although the 1960-61 Survey was broadened to include a cross section of families in all three segments of the United States population-urban, rural-nonfarm, and rural-farm-the restriction of the 1950 sample to 91 cities requires that evaluation of changes between 1950 and 1960-61 be limited to the urban population. In 1960, 73%. of all spending units and 68% of all those headed by a ^person 65 years old and over resided in urban places.
Age Differentials in Expenditure
Patterns , 1950 and 1960 In 1950, as well as in 1960-61, proportional expenditures for food, housing, household operations, and medical care became increasingly larger with rising age of family head, especially after age 65. On the other hand, the relative size of expenditures for household furnishings, transportation, clothing. personal care, and recreation were lower among the aged compared to the groups under 65.B oth the 1950 and the 1960-61 consumer surveys show that the income of older consumer units was below that of all younger units in the population. The income levels for all age groups increased between 1950 and 1960-61, but the greatest changes were for those groups which already had the highest average income levels in 1950. As a result, in 1960-61 the average income of the aged continued below that of all other age groups and was, in fact, proportionally lower in 1960-61 than in 1950.'* Reflecting the rising income levels during these ten years for the aged, as for other groups, expenditures in all major categories of family purchases were higher in 1960-61 than in 1950. Some important shifts occurred, however, in the proportion of the total expenditures devoted for particular purposes. The relative importance of expenditures for food declined. In 1950 this amounted to almost one-3 Bureau of Labor Statistics, Constimer Expenditures and Income, Urban United States, 1960-61, Report No. 237-38 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1964) . Sidney Goldstein, "Changing Income and Consumption Patterns of the Aged, 1950 -1960 ," Journal of Gerontology, Vol. 20 (October, 1965 were headed by persons 65 years of age and over. As such, the aged constituted a small segment of the total number of urban families. On this basis alone, the value of goods and services purchased by aged units could be expected to represent a small share of the aggregate of purchases. The data for 1950 confirm such an expectation.'-Even more, they indicate that the expenditures of the aged for each category of goods and services were below what one would expect on the basis of their proportion of the total number of urban familj' units. In large measure this reflects the low income position of the aged segment of the population and the restrictions which low income imposes on consumer purchases.
In contrast to the 14.4% of the total number of Sidney Goldstein, Consumption Patterns of the Aged (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1960), pp. 262-267.
• ABOUT THE AUTHOR. Sidney Goldstein is Chairman of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Brown family units which the aged units represented, their share of the aggregate urban money income after taxes in 1950 amounted to only 9.3% (upper panel of Table 1 ). This discrepancy in the aged units' share of aggregate income in turn accounts for the lower than average contribution which older units made to the aggregate expenditures for current consumption goods and services, about 9.2%. On the other hand, for all age groups under 65, both aggregate income and current consumption expenditures either approximately equalled or somewhat exceeded what the numbers of these units in the population would lead one to expect. Therefore, the consumer market as a whole had an extremely broad base, with families in all age groups, except the very oldest, being important spenders.
The aged families' share of aggregate expenditures for each of the major categories of consumer goods and services varied somewhat among categories, but these differences generally conform to the patterns of age differentials in the distribution of consumer expenditures. Yet, for no major category of goods and services did the percentage of aggregate expenditures accounted for by the aged exceed the relative size of the aged group in the total popula- tion; and in many instances it was far below this standard.
Although they represented almost 15% of all family units, the outlays of the aged for alcoholic beverages, house furnishings, clothing, personal care, rec-' reation, transportation, and tobacco amounted only to between 6% and 8% of aggregate expenditures for each of these categories of consumption. The relatively greater share of the market represented by older units' expenditures for food, housing, and medical care reflects the more essential character of these consumption categories and the corresponding fact that older units expend proportionally more of their total current consumption expenditures for such purposes than do the units under 65. Despite this, the aged families' contribution to aggregate expenditures for these particular categories of goods and services remains below the standard provided by their relative numbers in the population.
Between the 1950 and the 1960-61 Surveys, family units headed by an aged person increased from 14.4% of all urban household units to 17.8% (lower panel of Table 1 ). During this same interval their share of the aggregate urban money income increased from 9.3% to 11.0%, and the aggregate share of expenditures for current consumption rose from 9.2% to 10.7%. The increase in relative numbers of aged was, therefore, not fully matched by a corresponding increase in their share of aggregate income and expenditures in 1960-61 compared to 1950. This differential pattern of change results from the smaller rise in average income of the aged units than that of the younger age segments of the population.
Perhaps more significant for evaluation of the age differentials and the changes between 1950 and 1960 is a comparison of the aggregate income and the aggregate expenditures of a specific age group with the percent of total units in that age group. For this purpose an index of 100.0 indicates that the group's share of aggregate expenditures equals its relative size. An index above 100 indicates that the group's expenditures and income exceed the amount expected on the basis of its relative size; and an index under 100 shows that the group's expenditures are below the amount their numbers would warrant. In both 1950 and 1960, the aged constitute the only group for which the index for aggregate income and for aggregate expenditures is markedly below the 100 level (Table 2 ). In 1950, the index for the aggregate income of the aged was only 65. This contrasted to an index of almost 100 for those under 35 and those 55-64 and indices of 114 and 115 for those in the middle-age range. In 1960, the overall pattern was quite similar, but the indices for the aged and for the very youngest group were below those of 1950, whereas the indices for the middle-age range, 35-54, were above the 1950 levels, indicating that the share of aggregate income concentrated in these groups was even greater than in 1950.
Since the level of expenditures is closely related to the level of income, the changes between 1950 and 1960 with respect to aggregate expenditures in relation to numbers of family units closely parallel the patterns already noted for aggregate income. In 1950 the index for aggregate expenditures of aged units was only 63.9, far below the indices for all other age groups. In 1960 the same overall pattern of differentials existed, but the index for the aged group had declined slightly to 60.1. Again, therefore, these comparisons show that between 1950 and 1960 the aged proportion of the population increased as did their share of aggregate income and their contribution to aggregate expenditures; but the latter two changes were below the level called for by their increase in numbers. In 1960 as in 1950 and despite their increasing numbers, the aged units' share of purchasing power in the market was far below what their numbers in the population would warrant.
In relating percent of aggregate expenditures to the percent of aged family units, the spending unit may not constitute the best standard against which to judge the level of expenditures. Units categorized by age differ in both average size and composition. Compared to younger units, aged units contain on the average fewer members, and proportionally more of these members are adults. If measured by the number of individuals in the spending units headed by an older person, the aged constitute a smaller proportion of the population, 11% for the United States as a whole, than they do if measured by spending units, 18%. Using individuals, therefore, would result in higher indices, many of which will exceed 100. As before, however, these indices merely serve to indicate the extent to which the aged account for more or less of aggregate expenditures than their numbers would lead one to expect. From the marketing point of view, it is the absolute amounts of aggregate expenditures which are most meaningful, and these remain relatively small.
As analysis of the distribution of consumer expenditures of the aged among the various categories of goods and services indicated in 1960, as in 1950, this distribution was by no means uniform, but tended to be concentrated among the more essential consumer items. Of all the major categories of expenditure, the aged in 1960 accounted for a greater proportion of the aggregate costs of medical care than they did of any other category of expenditures. Yet, even here, their proportion of dollar outlays was below their proportion in the total population.
Earlier comparisons showed that the aged population's share of aggregate income and expenditures increased less rapidly than did their relative numbers in the population. To what extent does this conclusion also hold for the specific categories of goods and services? The indices presented in Table 3 represent the ratio between the 1960 and the 1950 percentages of aggregate expenditures accounted for by the aged.
Several points stand out: 1) The proportion of aggregate expenditures accounted for by the aged in 1960-61 was greater than in 1950 and for all categories of goods and services, suggesting that their greater number contributes to an increasing share of the market for all goods and services. 2) The index values for specific categories of goods and services encompass a considerable range, from 106.6 to 132.5, indicating that factors other than sheer increase in numbers affect the aged group's share of the market. These factors include changes in income, in style of life among the aged and the general population, in the cost of the various goods and services, and in their relative importance to aged persons. 3) Selected categories including home furnishings, shelter, food, education, reading, and personal care increased at a rate in excess of the overall change in level of aggregate expenditures from 9.2% to 10.7%, and medical care increased at a rate even in excess of the change in the outlays for the more basic needs such as food, shelter, and health maintenance. Inclusion of reading and education in this grouping probably reflects the higher rates of labor force withdrawal by the aged, resulting in more expenditures for leisure time activities. Overall, therefore, the greatest changes in the aged population's contribution to aggregate expenditures stem from their greater numbers coupled with decreased income, resulting in proportionally more of aggregate outlays being assigned to essential needs. This development would seem to have particular relevance for marketers who have looked to the increasing number of aged persons as a source of significant demand for consumer items.
Summary and Discussion
In general, the data on the contribution of the various age segments of the population to the aggregate expenditures for consumer goods and services suggest several points about the relationship between age of consumers and the consumer market. There appears to be no such thing as an "age of acquisition," that is, an age group which dominates the consumer market with its intensive purchase of a wide variety of consumer goods. On the basis of total expenditures for current consumption, not one of the five family age groups under consideration here was responsible for more than 26.4%, of all expenditures in 1950 or more than 26.5% in 1960-61. In fact, if the aged group is combined with the 55-64 age group, the four resulting family age groups (under 35, 35-44, 45-54, and 55 and overj were almost equally responsible for the total amount spent for current consumption. Such age divisions mask, of course, the lower than average contribution of the aged to aggregate expenditures in both periods.
While these data point to the broad age base of the consumer market, they also indicate that the relative contribution to aggregate expenditures does vary by age of head of household, being greatest for those in the age group 35-44 and very low for the aged. Although the differences correlate with the relative size of the various age groups, the relation is by no means perfect and is obviously affected more closely by the aggregate income available to the members of the respective age cohorts.
The increase between 1950 and 1960 in the relative numbers of aged units has resulted in some increase in the aged population's proportionate share of aggregate income and expenditures. However, the income gains of aged family units were more than matched by the gains made by family units in younger groups, so that the increase in their share of the market, judged by both income and expenditures, was not commensurate with their increased numbers. Individual categories of consumption showed various patterns of change between 1950 and 1960. The aged accounted for proportionally more of the expenditures in each category in 1950 than in 1960, but the greatest changes were for those categories to which the aged allocated their limited resources because of their essential character from the point of view of survival (food, housing, and medical care) and or because of the special living patterns associated with old age resulting from increased leisure time (reading and education I and changed health and family status (medical care and housing).
While the absolute number of aged units will increase in the foreseeable future, their relative number in the population is not likely to differ drastically from its present level of approximately 10 %. Changes in number alone might not alter significantly the aged group's share of aggregate expenditures. A much more important factor in possibly affecting the aged's share of the market is changing income level. The big spenders for all categories of consumption are the above average income families in every age group. This is true of the aged. Differences in average expenditures are frequently much greater for the different income levels of the aged group than they are for the different age segments of the same income level.^ Any development which alters the income position of any large number of aged units is therefore likely to affect significantly both the economic position of the aged group as a whole and their share of the total market.
In the future an increasing number of older people will probably receive larger incomes through a widenSame reference as footnote 5.
ing participation in pension plans, social security, and other benefits. As a result, they may be able to remain important consumers longer than has been heretofore possible and at a level which is above a mere subsistence standard. Whether such changes will affect the relative economic position of the aged group and the share of the market which is accounted for by their purchases will depend, however, on what changes occur in the economic position of the other age segments of the population. If the average income of these units also continues to increase at the same or at a higher rate than that of the older units, as it did between 1950 and 1960, then the aged may continue as a relatively unimportant segment of the consumer market, except for those specific items of goods and services which may be unique to the needs of older persons. It will also depend in part on whether the increased income they receive is negated by corresponding increases in the cost of goods and services which are to be purchased, particularly those in the more basic categories of consumption. In general, therefore, any significant change either in the impact of the aged on the consumer market or in the level of consumption of the aged units themselves can come about only through quite sharp increases in the income which these units receive.® Until such drastic changes in income for the aged occur, it seems reasonable to expect that both their position in the market and their overall low level of living will remain relatively unchanged.
